The Private Lives of Trees and Flowers
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A mere handful of stanzas into Edmund Spenser's The Faerie Queene (1590 Queene ( , 1596 , Redcrosse Knight, Una, and the dwarf that lags behind them enter a "shadie groue ... Whose loftie trees yclad with sommers pride, / Did spred so broad, that heauens light did hide."
1 What immediately follows is the first epic catalogue of the poem, with its striking meditation on trees:
The sayling Pine, the Cedar proud and tall, The vine-prop Elme, the Poplar neuer dry, The builder Oake, sole king of forrests all, The Aspine good for staues, the Cypresse funerall.
(1.1.8. lines 6-9)
The Laurell, meed of mightie Conquerours And Poets sage, the Firre that weepeth still, The Willow worne of forlorne Paramours, The Eugh obedient to the benders will, The Birch for shaftes, the Sallow for the mill, The Mirrhe sweete bleeding in the bitter wound, The warlike Beech, the Ash for nothing ill, The fruitfull Oliue, and the Platane round, The caruer Holme, the Maple seeldom inward sound.
(1.1.9. lines 1-9)
Spenser's appraisal of trees here assigns and reads them through a variety of social lenses. As A. C. Hamilton notes, "the Wandering Wood, like Dante's selva oscura, is an emblem of man's life within society" (32n8.5-9.9). Thus we have the oak tree granted monarchical status ("sole king of forrests") by virtue of its general utility in construction. Pine trees are associated with "sayling" because the masts of ships were frequently hewn from such wood. Yew trees had long been used to fashion bows, and birches for shafts, while sallow trees might be used in the fabrication of mill wheels. And, of course, these same trees, as well as others, can signify in literary and emotive terms. Poplar trees are "neuer dry" because they were known to grow along riverbanks, and also becausein Ovid's Metamorphoses -the Heliades, in their grief over the death of their brother Phaeton, are transformed into poplars that then water the ground beneath them with tears. So too, as Hamilton notes, might the "Platane round" remind Spenser's readers of the plane tree by which Socrates and his followers sat in the Phaedrus, while both the phrases "builder Oake" and "Cypresse funerall" allude to turns-of-phrase we find in Chaucer's Parlement of Foules (32n9.8, 8.8, 8.9 ).
2
As we might suspect, once we become attuned, as readers of early modern texts, to the presence of trees, we find them everywhere, often signifying in the manner we see above: that is, as vehicles by which human needs and constructs -logistical, emotive, social, ethical, aesthetic, and so on -are registered. Thus are we reminded, for example, that John Milton's Paradise Lost (1667, 1674) is both about "man's first disobedience" and -inextricably at the same time -"the fruit / Of that forbidden tree." 3 And it is not simply the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil that casts such a shadow through the poem. Like Spenser, Milton also ranks the trees of Eden: "Cedar, and pine, and fir, and branching palm, / A sylvan scene, and as the ranks ascend / Shade above shade, a woody theatre / Of stateliest view" (4.139-142) . It is in the center of such a theater that the poet places "the tree of life, / The middle tree and highest there that grew" (4.194-195) . Perhaps not surprisingly, when he contrives how best to hide from God's view after the fall, Adam resolves to: live savage, in some glade / Obscured, where highest woods impenetrable / To star or sunlight, spread their umbrage broad / And brown as evening: cover me ye pines, / Ye cedars, with innumerable boughs / Hide me, where I may never see them more. (9.1085-1090) While Adam names the animals in Eden, and Eve names the flowers, no one names the trees. They have a unique status in Paradise Lost as living but otherwise inanimate objects that resist temporal change and decay; they are beings that both surmount the merely human and are enlisted to make sense of, and quite literally furnish, human experience.
